



Though they largely wrote at different times about different wars, Virginia Woolf and 
Elizabeth Bowen both made important contributions to war fiction in the first half of the 
twentieth century. Woolf was firmly part of the developing modernist movement, characterized 
by “a radical break with the past and the concurrent search for new forms of expression.”1 
Bowen, while not traditionally classified as a modernist, certainly draws inspiration from 
modernist writers like Woolf and embodies a kind of late modernism emerging among the ghost 
stories of her time. Undoubtedly, Bowen shares many themes with Woolf, especially as concerns 
their writings on the war. A preoccupation with the self in relation to society as well as anxiety 
about the future links both writers to traditions of modernist and Gothic fiction, which “shared 
concerns regarding fearful change, dehumanization, and uncertainty of identity.”2 The common 
link between these stylistic and rhetorical trends is that both women were writing from London 
in a time of war. From 1914 to 1950, London was in and out of states of wartime terror, and 
despite official declarations and peace treaties, the war was still an ever-present feature of 
everyday life. The war as experienced in an urban setting has the effect of reviving and altering 
modernist and Gothic traditions to fit the new cultural mindset. 
The Gothic tradition spans over a century of English literature, ranging from Horace 
Walpole’s 1764 The Castle of Otranto to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, crossing borders and 
cultures. Some of the trademark images of the genre include “representations of ruins, castles, 
monasteries, and forms of monstrosity, and images of insanity, transgression, the supernatural, 
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and excess.”3 At this level, the Gothic seems to be no more than a collection of ghost stories. 
However, Gothic fiction really reflected a wealth of contemporary sociology and psychology. 
Reading beyond the superficial images that characterized it, Gothic literature in fact “engages 
issues of beauty, the character of the sublime and the grotesque, the political dynamics of British 
culture…, the quality of being English…, the structure of the economy…, and the place of 
women in hierarchies of power.”4 Two notable figures who lend their theories to Gothic fiction 
are Edmund Burke and Sigmund Freud.  
The Gothic takes its concept of the sublime from Burke. The sublime, also a key concept 
of Romantic literature, is said by Burke to be “the strongest emotion which the mind is capable 
of feeling.”5 Different from beauty, the sublime is the mind’s reaction to terror and the threat of 
no longer having a place in the world; thus, “the sublime is associated with absence.”6 Freud’s 
place in the Gothic primarily lives in the study of the uncanny, derived from his 1919 essay “The 
Uncanny.” Freud defines the uncanny as “that class of the frightening which leads back to what 
is known of old and long familiar.”7 It is not what is unfamiliar that is frightening, nor what is 
familiar, but rather it is the collapse in the distinction between the two. This collapse is also 
represented temporally, as the inability to identify what is new and what is old creates a sense of 
terror that “can manifest itself as an adult anxiety about death (concerns about the future), or as a 
neurotic anxiety about the past.”8 This experience of the uncanny is one keenly felt by British 
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citizens in the aftermath of the First World War. The possibility of death was brought shockingly 
close to the British population in the war such that they were unable to ignore their own 
mortality. Furthermore, war in general seemed more likely, as those living in the interwar years 
were rightly fearful of the past war reasserting itself. 
Just as the Great War revived Gothic traditions, it also heralded modernism. Though 
literary modernism began in the late nineteenth century, it wasn’t until the war that it became 
recognized as a driving force in the literature of the time. Similar to the Gothic preoccupation 
with the past and the future, “modernism involves the consciousness of a special present, which 
is made more intense by virtue of some self-conscious difference from what went before.”9 
These conditions cohere with the psychological and sociological period during which modernism 
evolved, primarily that of tumult and change. While the modernist movement encompassed 
many forms of art and leaked into the ways those involved with modernism lived their lives, 
modernist writing is of particular interest in the way it treats language. To deal with the 
uncertainty of their current moment, modernist writers, including Woolf, reached for new and 
experimental forms, abandoning the conventions of their predecessors and making a case for “an 
ordinary mind on an ordinary day.”10 Several of the stylistic hallmarks for which Woolf became 
known are in fact identified in her earlier essays on writing. Describing the break with 
convention that the “Georgians”—who make up the group conventionally known as the 
modernists—must undertake, Woolf writes of “the sound of breaking and falling, crashing and 
destruction” that is “the prevailing sound of the Georgian age,” later justifying the grammatical 
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and syntactical violations of such modernist writing.11 In a world so affected by the war only 
recently passed, these sounds of violence could be seen as despair; however, Woolf positions 
them in such a way as to convey the hope of change that ultimately arrives. This modernism is 
inextricably tied to the war, as the crashing and breaking of these writers’ cities forced them into 
this new psychological state and its accompanying linguistic chaos. This era is a product of the 
war, and it “owns its shaping occasion in wartime London” specifically, as its key writers are 
shaped by the city they nearly all called home.12 
Between Woolf and Bowen, between World War I and World War II, emerges a kind of 
urban, Gothic modernism that evokes the psychological experience of living in London in the 
early twentieth century. Though all of the country experienced the effects of the war, it is 
particularly the urban setting that amplifies the stylistic divergence of this genre, as the true 
Gothic setting is no longer in the country and modernism would no longer be modern without 
demonstrating the radical changes occurring in the central metropolis. The city “was in reality 
often an unplanned, chaotic, and uncontrollable assembly of buildings, people, and industry, all 
kept in unhealthy conjunction.”13 London at this time becomes “a surrogate for the gloomy 
fastnesses of earlier Gothic.”14 Tight, twisting streets replicate dark, labyrinthine hallways, the 
immenseness of the crowd provokes the same feelings of vulnerability as does an open moor at 
night, and even as early as the Victorian age, writers “construe the new urban centre as an 
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ambiguous, confusing space that threatens to annihilate individual identity.”15 All this is without 
considering the exacerbating effect of the war. When the war comes to London, more 
significantly so in the Second World War, “people were buried alive in their own homes, night 
streets turned into a bizarre dreamscape where ‘banshee’ sirens wailed and death howled down in 
the form of wailing bombs, shelterers took refuge in open coffins and even familiar structures hid 
new and unexpected horrors.”16 The war redefined the already threatening geography of the city 
into another device of the battles themselves as citizens faced the constant reality that their very 
existence was in danger. Thus, the city at war encompasses Burke’s definition of the sublime as 
including “anxious feelings relating to self-preservation” as a result of an individual’s dangerous 
encounters with the world.17 
So too does the urban war make the Gothic uncanny relevant in modernist fiction. All 
kinds of distinctions broke down during the war; people were forced out of their homes into 
masses of unfamiliar people, life was lived in the dark and in the silence, and safety was no 
longer a sure thing. As a result, the stability of familiar things is upended in both life and 
literature. In both World War I and World War II, the underground system in London was used 
as shelters, turning one of the key mechanisms of modernization into a claustrophobic reminder 
of the daily confrontation with the war.18 Woolf writes of an air raid during World War I, taking 
shelter with her husband Leonard: 
We took clothes, quilts, a watch & a torch, the guns sounded nearer as we went down 
stairs to sit with the servants on the ancient black horse hair chest wrapped in quilts in the 
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kitchen passage…. Servants apparently calm & even jocose. In fact one talks through 
noise, rather bored by having to talk at 5 A.M. than anything else.19 
The air raids force the classes together rather abruptly, and though this is a divergence from the 
normal way of life, it is treated with little surprise; the need to survive the war supersedes all 
thoughts of social propriety. Thus, as the war ushers people out of destroyed homes into spaces 
not designed for human habitation, it sets up opportunity for conflict and practically rewrites the 
rules of society. Woolf’s fiction, written mostly after the war is over, looks at how society 
recovers from such chaos. Bowen confronts the instability directly, illustrating the terrifying 
effect such confrontation with difference made ordinary has on average citizens. On the mundane 
level, some critics “interpret the discontinuous, fragmentary form of Bowen’s stories as 
reflections of the disruptions of everyday life during the war.”20 In general, it is no longer 
necessary to create contrived situations as were found in early Gothic fiction as “ordinary lives 
were rife with the same type of fear and unknown.”21 Art imitates life, and in doing so creates a 




Virginia Woolf and Elizabeth Bowen view the experience of external life as an assault on 
the interior self; however, they also see the domestic space as just as threatening due to the 
instability of infrastructure caused by the war and the dominant domestic national rhetoric. In her 
essay “Modern Fiction,” Woolf finds the literature of her predecessors lacking the truth of 
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individuals’ experiences. She suggests that whatever it is, “Whether we call it life or spirit, truth 
or reality, this, the essential thing, has moved off, or on, and refuses to be contained any longer 
in such ill-fitting vestments as we provide.”22 Though the “vestments” to which Woolf refers 
indicate the writings that inadequately express the essential thing, here she identifies the core 
belief that the spirit, or soul, of an individual is something that is incredibly difficult to 
appropriately describe and contain. It is the soul that both Bowen and Woolf deal with when they 
write of social interaction and alienation, because it is something different than the external self 
that one projects. This is especially true for women, who often have more expectations and fewer 
freedoms than men. Bowen and Woolf address the unique position of urban women during the 
First and Second World Wars. These women find themselves free to join the anonymous urban 
crowd yet simultaneously compelled back into domestic spaces that are no longer safe. 
With few direct mentions of the war, Woolf’s writing post-World War I obviously 
demonstrates the effects of the war on her literary style. Having published only one work before 
the war—The Voyage Out—her prose afterward is notably more modernist, diving fully into the 
stream-of-consciousness style for which she became known. Woolf is thoroughly preoccupied 
with the city as a literary figure, to the degree that her “fictional representation of London has 
been integrated into the imaginary fabric of the city.”23 This interest in urban space grows in 
prominence with the developing modernist movement in British literature, which was marked by 
a fascination with the struggle between individuals and their often oppressive surroundings 
Woolf’s representations of London reflect this struggle. It is not so much her physical 
descriptions of the London geography that construe it as alienating, but rather it is her characters’ 
responses to the urban society they must interact with every day.  
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In a way, the English language had experienced shell-shock of its own, transforming as 
its wielders attempted to find the most accurate ways to describe the new world order as a result 
of the war. Elizabeth Bowen describes this new condition in her retrospective on English fiction, 
noting that “the cracking and splintering of the social mould during and after the First World 
War accounted for a shift, as to the subject, from outer to inner.”24 She marks this change as 
beginning in 1914, paralleling the start of the war. Crucially, though the subject shifts from outer 
to inner, it is not an inward turn into oneself. Rather, the war breaks down many social 
conventions and allows the interior self to present externally. In Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, Peter 
Walsh acknowledges this as a novelty after the war, remarking on “a man writing quite openly in 
one of the respectable weeklies about water-closets” and “this taking out a stick of rouge, or a 
powder-puff, and making up in public.”25 These English citizens have less to hide about the 
private goings on of their life because the war has already exposed it, and it’s not something that 
can be covered up again in quite the same way. Though Peter is slightly disoriented by these 
changes, the new freedoms allow women to step outside of conventional spheres and offer an 
opportunity for Woolf and Bowen to examine the interplay between the female consciousness 
and the urban space. 
The shift from outer to inner as the defining concept of the self is accompanied by the 
interaction of the “consciousness and the exterior world,” achieved by the literal stepping out 
into public space.26 Woolf employs the tradition of street walking, also known as flânerie, in 
several of her works. While her characters are exploring the city streets, they are simultaneously 
exploring the shrinking chasms between the self and society, the interior and exterior, and the 
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urban and domestic. One particular facet of literary modernism that both Woolf and Bowen 
emphasize is “asserting the importance of the individual against the social.”27 Woolf examines 
first in Mrs. Dalloway and later in “Street Haunting” the idea that the physical body and all 
associated societal pressures are insignificant in the setting of the urban street. Indeed, though 
“Street Haunting” was published after Mrs. Dalloway, the essay provides an informative contrast 
to the novel and both works illuminate Woolf’s understanding of the individual’s experience 
with modern urban society. 
Throughout “Street Haunting,” Woolf dwells in dichotomies—inside and out, the 
individual and the crowd, revelation and hiding—yet never seeks to resolve them. This, she 
believes, is accomplished by the peculiar place of the self. Woolf’s individual is composed of a 
body and a soul. The soul is able to wander freely while the body is restrained by societal norms 
and requirements. While the two are normally conjoined, it is during walks in the city that the 
soul can dispose of its “shell-like covering” and be free.28 First, the soul becomes part of the 
crowd, one of the numberless, nameless entities walking the London streets at night. Later, the 
soul contracts and explores the various specific moments of particular individuals throughout the 
city, stopping in at shoe stores and bookshops, all the while questioning how to be true to oneself 
and what that self is. This idea of the soul as separate from and freer than the physical body 
permeates both Woolf’s and Bowen’s works, as their female characters must grapple with the 
dichotomies within their own selves. This struggle is further exacerbated by their interactions 
with the city. 
One of the defining characteristics of a city is the crowd. Walking down a country road, 
one is unlikely to encounter the sheer number of different personalities that Woolf observes. 
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Only in the streets of London can an individual “shed the self our friends know us by and 
become part of that vast republican army of anonymous trampers.”29 At first, Woolf’s narrator is 
content with allowing the crowd to remain anonymous, cautioning the reader to avoid delving 
too far into individual lives lest the crowd “assert all its oddities and sufferings and sordidities.”30 
The revelation of each individual’s personal life is discussed as an unwelcome confrontation; 
however, after savoring the moment of removed observation, the essay does dive into a multitude 
of specific scenes, each one distinct from the next. While the narrator marvels at the vignettes, 
she ultimately blames nature for the unsustainable urge to participate in each disparate moment, 
complaining that man is “variegated” with “instincts and desires which are utterly at variance 
with his main being.”31 The whole work is infused with language of imposition and obligation 
that is at odds with the freedom of exploring a city street at night. At the climax of the essay, the 
narrative zooms out of the urban setting into an existential musing that suggests that the true self 
does not deal in false dichotomies, but is instead “something so varied and wandering that it is 
only when we give the rein to its wishes and let it take its way unimpeded that we are indeed 
ourselves.”32 However, there is always a sense of futility that accompanies each jaunt into the 
freeing space of the city, as “one must, one always must” return to duty as prescribed.33 It is this 
futility that permeates Mrs. Dalloway. 
Arguably, Mrs. Dalloway takes a much more pessimistic view of the place of the 
individual in society. While “Street Haunting” explores the possibility of a soul freed from its 
body, Mrs. Dalloway seems to suggest that such freedom is ultimately impossible. Whereas the 
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narrator in “Street Haunting” is able to walk about in the crowd, inhabiting the various points of 
views of the people she passes, in Mrs. Dalloway the world is more directly haunted by the war, 
so the newly modernist self is likened to “an endless succession of possible abstract selves 
swirling within the isolated consciousness of the individual, never being realized, actualized or 
seized.”34 This delay of actualization causes much of the anxiety and dissatisfaction Clarissa 
Dalloway feels throughout the novel, as she yearns for a freedom she never directly expresses or 
attains. “Street Haunting” illustrates the absolute joy of the separation of the interior self from 
the outer presentation, and the individuals in the essay wander about the city “as if they had 
given life the slip, so that life, deceived of her prey, blunders on without them.”35 This joy is 
directly contrasted with the scene in which Clarissa Dalloway returns to her home after buying 
the flowers: 
The hall of the house was cool as a vault. Mrs. Dalloway raised her hand to her eyes, and, 
as the maid shut the door to, and she heard the swish of Lucy’s skirts, she felt like a nun 
who has left the world and feels fold round her the familiar veils and the response to old 
devotions.... It was her life, and, bending her head over the hall table, she bowed beneath 
the influence.36 
Instantly, the exuberance of “life; London; this moment of June” vanishes as Clarissa enters her 
home.37 The atmosphere is cold and stifling, with the image of a vault and a nunnery indicating 
Clarissa’s entrapment in her domestic life, despite the fact that it is life itself that imposes this 
atmosphere. Furthermore, this life, which can be understood more largely to include the 
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pressures and expectations placed on Clarissa by other people in her life, exerts a physical 
pressure on her that causes her to bend and bow into her required hostess duties once more.  
Though Mrs. Dalloway was published in 1925, Woolf wrote the novel in 1923, the same 
year that Bowen published her short story “The Evil that Men Do –.” The story revolves around 
a married woman receiving an amorous letter from another man and composing her response, 
and it echoes the themes of external and internal life that Woolf’s works convey. This man, who 
the woman meets on a bus ride, seems to understand her more than she herself does, and the 
interaction catalyzes an essential change in her self-perception, as she says, “Think of living 
among all these people and never knowing how I was different.”38 Despite having the freedom to 
be able to travel around London alone without suspicion, it isn’t until this encounter that the 
woman is able to conceive of herself as a complete being. The man goes on to tell her that she 
has “been living on the defensive for years,” never fully stepping out “like a nymph coming out 
of a wood.”39 From the woman’s perspective, the man has identified an interior self, the part of 
herself that likes poetry, and she writes back that “Of course my husband has never entered into 
my inner life.”40 Instead, her husband has a satisfactory comprehension of her exterior self, the 
traditional wife who shops on the high street and cares only about a mirror in her pocket. 
Interestingly, the exterior life is expressed in the home, while the interior life comes out in the 
street. Just as Woolf describes in “Street Haunting,” Bowen’s female protagonist in “The Evil 
that Men Do –” is able to shed the self her husband knows when she takes the bus that day. 
However, what remains is “the terror and inevitability of the fate that has overtaken them.”41 
																																																								
38 Elizabeth Bowen, “The Evil that Men Do –,” in The Collected Stories of Elizabeth Bowen, ed. 
Angus Wilson (New York: Anchor Books, 2006), 83. 
39 Bowen, “The Evil that Men Do,” 83; 84. 
40 Bowen, “The Evil that Men Do,” 87. 
41 Woolf, Street Haunting, 13.	
	 13 
What Woolf refers to here is the necessity of each person to eventually return to his and her 
social expectations. In Bowen’s short story, fate ensures the fulfillment of such expectations, as 
the unknown man is run over by a bus at the beginning of the story, unable to receive the 
woman’s letter and threaten the social order by engaging in an affair with her. Fate is a tool of 
the society, making sure that no one strays from one’s expected role and the characters live in 
terror of its power. 
In Mrs. Dalloway, success depends on a character’s ability to suppress the soul’s desire 
and compress its multitude of wishes into a cohesive self that can be used to interact with the 
society at large. Clarissa makes active attempts to be the consummate society woman, wearing 
the right gowns and maintaining the proper friendships. However, it is precisely this domestic 
socialite persona that Clarissa attempts to reject. During a dinner at the beginning of Clarissa’s 
relationship with Richard Dalloway, Peter Walsh calls Clarissa a “perfect hostess,” intending to 
and succeeding in hurting her, as she winces in response.42 An early indication of her rejection of 
social expectations, this attitude is still actively maintained at 51, as she “had tried to be the same 
always, never showing a sign of all the other sides of her—faults, jealousies, vanities, 
suspicions,” yet crucially this conflict is known only to the reader and Clarissa herself.43 
However, the very idea of the self being split brings in a level of terror associated with the 
uncanny, as Freud links “the uncanny to images of the double.”44 
The primary form of doubling of individuals often comes in images of mirrors, 
particularly the effect when characters look at themselves in these mirrors. Bowen expounds on 
the multiplicity of meanings that mirrors can hold in her essay, “Mirrors Are Magic,” wherein 
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for her, mirrors are both sinister and elegant, creating mythologies of their own and existing as 
important accessories throughout history. The long-standing superstition of breaking mirrors 
poses a particular danger in the turbulent time of the Blitz, as any one of the many bombs falling 
on London could shatter a mirror and potentially lead to bad luck. The maid in “Oh, Madam…” 
acknowledges this superstition, assuring the lady that her “luck’s not hurt – look; there’s not a 
mirror got cracked.”45 However, Bowen states that “women dare not be ridden by such fears” as 
they carry mirrors with them more frequently.46 Indeed, none of the mirrors appearing in 
Bowen’s stories break, and the fear of them among Bowen’s female characters arises not from 
their fragility, but from their capacity to capture and release the past, revealing an image that is 
familiar, but only just. Thus, as she asserts, “mirrors can be uncanny.”47 To summarize Bowen’s 
particular points on this aspect of mirrors, she believes them to be haunted by the past they have 
witnessed, and they transfer this ghostly air to whoever looks in them. In “Mirrors are Magic,” 
Bowen asks, “Do I know myself when I meet myself?” and answers in the affirmative.48 The 
heroines in her war stories cannot say the same. Their identities are obscured or distorted in their 
mirrors and indicate moments of fear observed from the outside. 
Mrs. Drover encounters her mirror after reading the mysterious letter she finds in her 
abandoned house, wanting to visually confirm the physical effect that shock and fear have had on 
her face. When she looks in the mirror, the change is such that she hardly recognizes herself, 
looking “urgently and stealthily in” to be “confronted by a woman of fourty-four, with eyes 
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starting out under a hat-brim that had been rather carelessly pulled down.”49 That she sees a 
“woman” and not her reflection indicates a separation from herself into two distinct individuals. 
Furthermore, looking away from the mirror involves “Turning from her own face as precipitately 
as she had gone to meet it,” as if it were indeed another person that she doesn’t know.50 The 
letter so disrupts Mrs. Drover’s peace that her identity fragments, and the mirror offers a physical 
representation of the split. Immediately after this vision, the narrative breaks off into a flashback, 
wherein the reader is given the other character of Mrs. Drover, the young Kathleen. The 
flashback also reveals that when the unspecified “K,” Kathleen’s fiancé who was presumed to 
have been killed in the First World War, left Kathleen, she experienced “a complete dislocation 
from everything,” including her own personality, that left a void for the development of Mrs. 
Drover, wife and mother.51 This double identity begins to take corporeal form for Mrs. Drover in 
the present timeline of the story as she remembers the events of 25 years past and imagines she 
can still feel the cut of K’s uniform button on the palm of her hand. Thus, by looking in the 
mirror, Mrs. Drover unleashes her past identity upon her current world, and the rest of her 
actions throughout the story become a function of her intense fear of these doubled individuals 
conjoining. 
The fear of mirrors for Woolf is not necessarily the idea that these multiple selves could 
come together, but rather the possibility that the reflection as an image of the true self could 
disappear. She writes in “The Mark on the Wall” of a woman thinking to herself about a mark on 
her wall, about thought itself, about nothing in particular. In these thoughts, the speaker reflects 
on the way she constructs her own image as if in a looking-glass. She worries that if the glass 
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should break, all that is left would be “that shell of a person which is seen by other people—what 
an airless, shallow, bald, prominent world it becomes!”52 Interestingly, Woolf’s mirrors seem to 
contain an essence of the true self, a way to look on oneself and see beyond that which is 
presented to the external world. Simultaneously, the speaker in the short story states that “As we 
face each other in omnibuses and underground railways we are looking into the mirror,” 
suggesting perhaps that the physical mirror is not the reflective thing itself.53 Instead, what gives 
true insight into one’s own being is interaction with others in society. Furthermore, that these 
moments of reflection occur in such transient modern places as omnibuses and underground 
railways speaks to the specific moment in which Woolf places her analysis of the self. More than 
ever, modernity has compressed the space between human beings, and an individual in a city on 
an average day has nearly infinite possibilities to confront strangers and strangeness.  
Clarissa Dalloway’s interaction with the mirror also serves the purpose of fracturing her 
identity. As she looks into the mirror upon returning from her London walk, she sees “the 
delicate pink face of the woman who was that very night to give a party; of Clarissa Dalloway; of 
herself.”54 The first glance reveals a personality as generic as a woman throwing a party, which 
Clarissa then narrows to her name, but further distillation of the image results in the final 
“herself.” The distinction between these three levels of identification suggests that the party, a 
social event, has prescribed the identity of Clarissa Dalloway onto the novel’s protagonist. 
Furthermore, the self Clarissa identifies is only distantly connected to the woman her friends and 
family know as “Clarissa Dalloway” through the collection of features she expounds on next. 
Observing her lips and chin, Clarissa remarks, “That was her self when some effort, some call on 
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her to be her self, drew the parts together,” again distorting the language and meaning of the 
self.55 Clarissa’s assertion that this face is her self is modified by the qualification that it is only 
the self that exists when it is forced to be defined. The call Clarissa identifies is the party, 
specifically, with all the more general notions of social expectations that accompany it. Thus, 
though she brings all the parts together behind one façade, the composition is not her actual self. 
The ability to draw oneself together is clearly lauded by the society, but, by nature, “the 
modernist subject lacks a single, complete, and coherent self and therefore remains powerless to 
act decisively within the outer social and political sphere.”56 This has dangerous consequences 
for many of Woolf’s and Bowen’s characters. In “The Demon Lover,” Mrs. Drover leaves her 
house without reasserting her present self over her past, leaving herself vulnerable to the 
kidnapping that occurs at the close of the short story. The importance of bringing together the 
disparate parts of one’s identity is also made clear in the unique relationship between Clarissa 
and Septimus Smith. Though they never meet, each is adjacently aware of the other, 
experiencing many of the same urban moments. Woolf uses both characters to demonstrate the 
danger of indulging one’s true self, for Clarissa succeeds in reining in her character while 
Septimus ultimately fails. Though Clarissa succeeds by conventional standards, she remains 
unsatisfied and ill at ease, unable to either fully submit or rebel against those standards.  
By contrast, Septimus Smith is able to rebel; moreover, he is driven to the point of 
rebellion because he is unable to condense the wandering components of his soul into one 
cohesive being. A soldier returned home from World War I, Septimus suffers from shell-shock, 
hardly noticing his wife or his surroundings and haunted by the ghost of his friend, Evans, who 
died in the war. Most of what Woolf reveals about Septimus is gathered from his wife, Lucrezia, 
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who is encouraged by Septimus’ doctor to make him “take an interest in things outside 
himself.”57 However, she is unsuccessful in breaking through to Septimus, and there is an 
essential disconnection between his internal and external experiences that he is unable to resolve, 
leaving him an outsider in the society.58 However, whereas Clarissa remains powerless 
throughout the novel because she is still subjected to the pressures of the outer social sphere, 
Septimus is wholly an outsider. Because of his shell-shock, he is mostly overlooked by society 
and only truly acts outside of the social sphere, eventually exerting some power through his 
suicide. Thinking about Septimus’ suicide, Clarissa points out, “Death was defiance. Death was 
an attempt to communicate; people feeling the impossibility of reaching the centre which, 
mystically, evaded them,” confirming both that Septimus was unable to draw together his self 
into one center and that his suicide was a way of exerting what little power he could against 
society.59 Furthermore, Clarissa emphasizes that she does not pity Septimus. Rather, she seems 
to envy him, acknowledging that she “felt somehow very like him—the young man who had 
killed himself. She felt glad that he had done it; thrown it away while they went on living.”60 For 
truly, there is an inconsistency between the “living” Clarissa mentions here and the life that she 
and Septimus desire. Living is a passive action that merely requires one to uphold his or her 
social role. On the contrary, Septimus’ suicide is an active decision to rebel and accept death as a 
preferable fate to living by others’ expectations. This rumination on Septimus’ suicide comes at 
the very end of Clarissa’s own involvement in Mrs. Dalloway. As the clock chimes, she remarks 
that she “must assemble” herself back into the perfect hostess, and after she does that, her self 
																																																								
57 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, 21. 
58 Childs, Modernism, 173.	
59 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, 181. 
60 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, 183. 
	 19 
disappears from the narrative, leaving only the other characters’ depictions of her to finish the 
novel.61 
Compared to the freedom available in the crowded London street, the home becomes a 
prison for women in the early twentieth century, yet even its minimum capability to provide 
shelter is now under threat due to the conditions of the war. According to Bowen, the war “has 
taken away, for the time being, what we used to regard as the three essentials—safety, privacy, 
independence.”62 These three ideas are largely represented by the physical home, as it should 
provide shelter from external attack, privacy to do as one pleases, and independence via that 
privacy, but the war co-opts the function of the home, especially as concerns the woman’s role in 
the home. It is important here to illustrate the destabilizing effect the war has on the home that 
renders it so problematic in the female individual’s conflict with identity and society. During the 
Second World War, nightly air raids destroyed large swaths of London and women and families 
were forced out of the domestic space. Crucially, this is an entrance into the exterior world that is 
not by choice. It is not increased mobility that brings together this particular crowd; it is the 
necessity of war.  
 
TERROR OF LIFE ITSELF 
 
 As Clarissa Dalloway watches the taxi cabs pass by her on a London street, she notes that 
she “always had the feeling that it was very, very dangerous to live even one day.”63 Of course, 
as the novel progresses, she is proved correct in this feeling when she learns of Septimus Smith’s 
suicide. However, Clarissa Dalloway does not only refer to the danger of life in her particular 
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moment of London life in June; rather, her statement reflects a persistent anxiety that plagued 
British society during the time of the two World Wars. This anxiety often expresses itself 
through the uncanny, defined by Freud as the terror that occurs when what is familiar and what is 
unfamiliar are no longer distinct. For Freud, this collapse in meaning is particularly evident in 
considering one’s relationship with time and space. Freud’s conception of the uncanny hinges on 
the German words heimlich and unheimlich—homelike and unhomelike—and the ways in which 
these two experiences get confused, emphasizing the importance of the conceptual home to the 
psyche. For women in the first half of the twentieth century, this home tends to be the domestic 
center, made all the more unstable due to the constant barrage on the home front. 
 
Space 
For Elizabeth Bowen, home is a concept common to all humanity, and the love of home 
is “the most abiding, unchanging love that we know.”64 In her essays, she acknowledges the 
effect that World War II had on this concept of home, particularly for those living in London 
during the Blitz. Prior to the war, the idea of home was connected to the physical house itself, yet 
the constant bombing of London introduced instability to the structures and psychological 
conception of home. Bowen’s representation of the very literal home fronts in the war is part of a 
tradition of women writing about the home and brings up the important consideration of the 
woman’s particular role in and connection to the home.  
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When women write about the home, they bring an awareness “of [their] force in its walls, 
[their] life in its things.”65 Indeed, in recounting her experience of bombing in “Britain in 
Autumn,” Bowen recalls that it is particularly the things within the people’s houses that “give 
one kind of confidence to us who choose to stay in our paper rooms.”66 Within the phrase “paper 
rooms” is the acknowledgment that the physical spaces themselves are so fragile and might be 
demolished at any moment, yet there is still personality and character imbued into every aspect 
of what comprises a home. The war itself breaks down not only the association between home 
and house, but also the association between home and women. As Bowen describes in “Britain in 
Autumn,” the bombings moved around different parts of London, forcing people to uproot their 
lives and travel around the different London neighborhoods, essentially becoming “nomads.”67 
While in general this dislocation affected nearly everyone unilaterally, the effect on women is 
particularly notable because this separation from place was rather novel at the time. Men were 
less geographically tied to one location, so for women, the experience of being out of home 
contained a sort of freedom, exemplified through Bowen’s illustration of dressing habits during 
the bombing. She writes, “Those who don’t like scratchy stockings go bare-legged. You see 
everywhere the trouser that comforts the ankle, the flat-heeled shoe for long pavement walks.”68 
The nature of the war has changed the nature of life, and by illuminating how the link between 
women and home is disrupted by the war, it becomes evident how powerful the effect of homes 
and space on the psyche is.  
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Though Bowen believes “we turn to home for its quiet, its privacy, its uniqueness,” she 
shows continuously throughout her wartime short stories that the war eradicates these features.69 
Instead, homes begin to encompass the Gothic domestic construction as spaces of “alienation, 
hallucination, haunting and madness.”70 Bowen’s short story “Oh, Madam…” is written entirely 
in the dialogue of a maid showing the lady of the house the damage to the home after bombing. 
It’s not particularly specific or detailed; not much is known about the house other than that the 
windows have been blown out and there’s dust everywhere. However, Bowen still captures the 
way that the house signifies a sense of home specific to its inhabitants, without ever revealing 
anything about the “madam” at all. When the maid realizes the lady won’t be returning to the 
house, she remarks, “You can’t but notice all those good houses shut. But, madam, this seemed 
so much your home—,” indicating that though other people may have left their houses, this 
particular house has a way of reflecting and affirming the lady’s own personality.71 Bowen plays 
with the different connotations of “house” and “home” throughout this work—a physical space is 
a house, particularly spaces not belonging to the madam, and the consciousness of the woman 
herself is the home in disarray. By creating her houses as extensions of women’s consciousness 
and thus characters in their own right, Bowen collapses the distinction between living and not 
living, familiar and unfamiliar, to a terrifyingly uncanny effect, leveraging the particular sense of 
dislocation in World War II. Freud also viewed the home as a sinister place, relating domestic 
corruption to the uncanny. He identified some of the tools that create this effect in literature as 
“the description of houses, the repetition of events, the doubling of individuals, and the distinct 
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presence of something absent.”72 Bowen liberally applies these tools throughout her war stories, 
most notably in “The Demon Lover.” 
In nearly all of Bowen’s works, there is a sense that the houses she describes and uses as 
settings are alive. In fact, Bowen herself admits, “I want my home, above all, to have an intense 
aliveness.”73 During the Blitz, when physical houses became so much the focus of attention, the 
houses take on a life of their own, from being subjects of attack to having “had experiences of 
their own” when abandoned during evacuation.74 Describing the damage done to one building in 
“Britain in Autumn,” Bowen writes, “the side has been ripped off one near block – the great sore 
gash is dusty, colourless, pale,” later comparing the dust from the building to blood from 
bodies.75 To Bowen, geographical London is a body in and of itself, and her graphic, illustrative 
language recounts the military attacks in terms of physical casualty, not of people, but of homes. 
As for the homes spared damage in the bombings, they, too, are given animate form: “rooms 
breathe again,” the house returned to is “an organism” that “comes back to life slowly.”76 
However, Bowen’s homes are given more than just physiological attributes; rather, they have a 
psychological presence of their own. The maid in “Oh, Madam…” reassures the lady that “the 
house has been wonderful, madam, really – you really have cause to be proud of it,” as if the 
house has a sort of mental fortitude that helped it withstand the bombs for which it deserves 
praise.77 Furthermore, since homes are extended representations of their inhabitants, “war-
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damage to home is a serious matter: a breach not only of walls, but of the psyche.”78 Thus, as the 
bombing continues and the home becomes increasingly fragile, the minds of the home’s 
inhabitants do as well, making them more susceptible to the terrors of the uncanny that now live 
within these homes. 
The past is evidently closed up in Bowen’s houses and exerts an almost claustrophobic 
influence on those living in them. Bowen describes all the liveliness of evacuated houses “sealed 
up in the uninhabited rooms” as if a part of the houses’ inhabitants remain trapped there.79 In this 
way, Bowen’s fiction resembles eighteenth-century Gothic fiction, whose heroines “do not 
experience the domestic interior as a sanctuary,” and her “twentieth-century Gothic continues to 
feature women immured in prison-like houses.”80 According to Charles Baldick, a Gothic tale 
“should combine a fearful sense of inheritance in time with a claustrophobic sense of enclosure 
in space, these two dimensions reinforcing one another to produce an impression of sickening 
descent into disintegration.”81 At the same time that houses are being physically invaded by the 
war in the way of bombs ripping open walls, shattering windows, and infiltrating homes with 
rubble and debris, they remain artifacts of time, keeping the essential facets of themselves intact. 
It is this particular phenomenon that contributes to the sense of claustrophobia that becomes so 
horrifying to Bowen’s female protagonists. 
Describing the return to a war-abandoned house, Bowen notes the disturbing effect of 
coming back to “the breaking upon us of a great wave of memories we did not expect.”82 This is 
precisely what happens to Mrs. Drover. Her observations on first entering her house closely 
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mirror a passage from “Opening Up the House,” but with a critical difference. Whereas Mrs. 
Drover notices the traces of her own life on the house—“the yellow smoke-stain up the white 
marble mantelpiece, the ring left by a vase on the top of the escritoire; the bruise in the 
wallpaper”—the similar marks in “Opening Up the House”—“rings left by glasses or burns left 
by cigarettes” and “ghostly indentations of someone’s doodling” on the telephone pad—are 
caused by the soldiers occupying the abandoned house.83 The marks of the Drovers’ life, which 
should be comforting, seem alien and strange in light of the house’s emptiness, echoing the 
unfamiliar familiarity of the uncanny. Furthermore, with the discovery of the mysterious letter 
and its almost curse-like insistence that Mrs. Drover keep her unknown promise, the narrative 
regresses into a flashback to Mrs. Drover’s past, embodying the very “tyranny of the past” that 
Baldick references.84 She becomes so terrified of these memories that she feels “her lips, beneath 
the remains of lipstick, beginning to go white.”85 At the moment of reading the letter, Mrs. 
Drover’s past begins to collapse with the present she created after meeting her husband, all of 
which occurred and remains within the house. These memories have a sort of presence in and of 
themselves, which fill up the otherwise empty house and terrorize Mrs. Drover. 
The particular diction and syntax Bowen uses in “The Demon Lover” casts doubt and 
uncertainty as to the presence of entities there that could cause harm, and even the absence of 
certain things fill up a space that becomes frightening to Mrs. Drover, cohering with Freud’s idea 
that the peculiar presence of absence contributes to feelings of uncanny. The examples of Mrs. 
Drover’s old life that she sees in the abandoned house become powerful emblems that trigger her 
memories. But less concretely, the very emptiness of the house is shown as dangerous and 
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frightening, which Bowen reinforces with a preference for negated syntax. Walking up to her 
house, Mrs. Drover notices “no human eye watched [her] return.”86 Not only is the suggestion 
that something is watching Mrs. Drover frightening, but there is the potential for a double 
reading in the phrase “no human eye.” On the one hand, the idea that there isn’t any person 
around shouldn’t be eerie, but the tone of the passage markedly is. However, the specification of 
human eye seems to suggest that something not human is, in fact, watching Mrs. Drover’s return 
to her house. Additionally, after the flashback sequence, Mrs. Drover is “unable, for some 
minutes, to go on kneeling with her back exposed to the empty room.”87 Despite the fact that the 
room is empty, Mrs. Drover takes precautions against this emptiness in her reluctance to turn her 
back on it.  
Beyond the physical occupation of space, there is a certain presence to the absence of 
sound; silence becomes heavy and oppressive, almost more frightening than the sound of nearby 
steps or a scream would be. As Bowen recounts in “Britain in Autumn,” “it is the silence that is 
the enormous thing,” in contrast to the air-raid sirens and the sounds of explosions that tormented 
the people on the street during the previous night.88 Leaving her house, Mrs. Drover admits that 
“the silence was so intense – one of those creeks of London silence exaggerated this summer by 
the damage of war – that no tread could have gained on hers unheard,” yet she is still paranoid, 
and continually checks behind her.89 In this way, the terror of someone walking up stairs is 
inverted because the terror now is that someone isn’t coming up. This particular situation is 
exacerbated by the war because those that would normally be ascending the stairs are now either 
at war, away from their urban homes, or dead, as Mrs. Drover supposed her fiancé to be. 
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Not all of Bowen’s writings at the time of the war directly reference the particulars of the 
war itself, but the effect of the bombings on her literature is still evident in the way that things 
that provoke fear in these stories would not have been so terrifying before. In “Pink May,” a 
couple moves into a house vacated because of the war, and the woman relates her encounter with 
a ghost. The war is practically absent from the story, only evident when the woman mentions the 
previous occupants and the blackout in the bathroom. Silence takes center stage in this ghost 
story, as what first makes the woman aware of the ghost is the silence, when “the silence 
suddenly made me sit right up.”90 The nothing that is silence becomes a something that has the 
capability of affecting the woman’s mental state and physical actions. She then recounts that she 
“heard what wasn’t a silence,” again demonstrating Bowen’s preference for ambiguous, negated 
language that also makes the reader uneasy and uncertain as to what is going on in the story.91 
“Pink May” is undeniably a ghost story, as is “The Cheery Soul,” in which an industrial worker 
accepts the invitation of the Rangerton-Karneys to spend Christmas at their house, but finds it 
mysteriously empty. Here, too, the silence becomes something tangible, as the man notices “the 
very silence seemed to produce echoes” of the ticking clock.92 Continuing to explore the house, 
the man discovers a series of images of emptiness that Bowen transforms into something entirely 
other. The kitchen table is “scored and scarred by decades of the violent chopping of meat,” but 
there is no cook present, and no signs of a meal being prepared; the empty fish kettle, which the 
cook designates for the Rangerton-Karneys’ heads, releases a sound described as having “an 
ominous hollowness”; and “a deep trough, with a map of creases” indicates someone had been 
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sleeping in the man’s bed.93 In this case, the horror of the story comes with a rather delayed 
revelation that the Rangerton-Karneys have fled town and the cook is dead. Thus, in this light, all 
these signs of emptiness, which the man previously takes for an assumption of life and a house 
well-lived in become hollow and false, and the story ends abruptly. 
A similar though subdued type of terror caused by the seeming presence of things not 
there occurs twice in Mrs. Dalloway, the first as Clarissa sits mending her dress before Peter 
comes to visit. So entranced is she by her work and the atmosphere of her own private space that 
Peter’s entrance is characterized as disruptive and threatening. Clarissa pauses in her work: 
hearing a step on the stairs. She heard a hand upon the door. She made to hide her dress, 
like a virgin protecting chastity, respecting privacy. Now the brass knob slipped. Now the 
door opened, and in came—for a single second she could not remember what he was 
called!94 
The actions are disembodied from any sense of a real person, to the extent that Peter himself 
loses his identity to Clarissa in the moment. The instinct to hide and protect alludes to the fear 
Clarissa feels at being interrupted, but that she makes to hide her dress and not herself is telling. 
Clarissa, an upper-class woman, mending her own dress is such a contradiction of the domestic 
role for women in her position yet at the same time so docilely feminine that she believes it will 
betray something about her to whoever may be entering. The voice, identified as that of an older 
man, seeks to intrude on her private domestic space. Indeed, both this scene with Peter and the 
later scene when Richard enters in much the same way are moments of male intrusion into 
female space. Despite Clarissa’s fear and timidity in both instances, it is in fact the men who find 
themselves so uncomfortable in the atmosphere of female domestic productivity that they are 
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struck rather incompetent, Peter only able to play with his knife and Richard unable to say the “I 
love you” he had planned. 
 
Time 
One of the characteristics of modernist writing is a “fascination with the way the mind 
processes or projects a reality which surrounds the individual but which is often alienating and 
oppressing.”95 Woolf is no exception in this regard; she often uses “interior monologue, recurrent 
motifs, fragmented time and intense lyricism” to dissect the components of her characters’ 
reality.96 In Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf examines the psychological effect time has on her characters, 
particularly the effect of public time. Though it should serve as a unifying force, public time, 
signified by the consistent chimes of Big Ben, inserts itself through “intrusions and 
oppression.”97 The characters in the novel respond to such oppression in a variety of ways, such 
as Septimus’ hallucination following the chimes and Clarissa’s anxiety in awaiting the strike of 
the hour. Time becomes a palpable presence, collecting attributes and affecting events on its 
own. Throughout the novel, the image of Big Ben repeats again and again, often with 
accompanying repetitive syntax. For Woolf’s generation, the loudness of the clock striking 
stands in stark contrast to the span of time in World War I from 1916 to 1918 during which the 
bell was silenced. In the war, the national symbol of time vanished, contributing to the utter 
disorientation felt from the war’s disruption. Although the chimes unarguably signify peace, they 
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recall the silence that “remained lodged in Londoners’ collective memory” and cast an eerie 
significance to the universally acknowledged marker of time.98 
Playing with the constructs of time the way Woolf does is a symptom of the kind of 
modern gothic that arrives out of the war. As writers attempted to make sense of the aftermath of 
the war, modernist tropes became infused with terrifying elements such as the instability of time 
and space. Thus, the urban setting is transformed and the literature of the time takes on a 
noticeably Gothic quality. In a way, the works themselves reflect the preoccupation with the past 
that is its calling card, simultaneously absolutely contemporary yet unable to shake the ghosts of 
the past. Universal time as marked by instruments such as clocks came into prevalence in the 
nineteenth century, when clock technologies became more reliable and increasing 
industrialization forced more and more workers to be governed by a specific schedule. This was 
especially a quality of cities, where the citizens “had little direct contact with nature and its own 
temporal rhythms.”99 In the face of this evolving notion of time, the literature of that era became 
ever more concerned with its passage, and the treatment of time became an important facet of the 
Gothic literature that developed then. In the twentieth century, Woolf is able to revive these 
worries about time with the way it fragments both during and following the war, drawing 
especially on the modernist “preoccupation with repetitive, cyclical rather than chronological 
teleological time.”100  
Beyond enduring the hour-to-hour toil of their lives, the characters in Mrs. Dalloway 
must face their individual and shared pasts, which follow and even haunt them in their present, 
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creating subsequent effects on how they anticipate the future. Central to many of Woolf’s works, 
her ability to seamlessly interweave narratives in different temporal settings creates a sense of 
unease, as the reader is never entirely certain of the time. Her characters, too, find themselves 
uneasy, unable to completely separate themselves from their past. Although time moves in an 
unerringly forward march, the characters in Mrs. Dalloway are drawn again and again into the 
past, to the point that the present feels unstable. Clarissa feels this split more critically than the 
others, often expressed in her anxiety about aging and death, describing that “She felt very 
young; at the same time unspeakably aged.”101 This sort of doubling of Clarissa’s persona 
presents itself many times in the novel, as her past and present selves exist contemporaneously, 
she becomes one of the “split beings who are living in the past and the present.”102 However, this 
is not a contented existence; she is restless within herself and regrets the time that has passed at 
the same time that she worriedly anticipates the future. In flashback scenes from Clarissa’s point 
of view, we see her youthful jaunts with Sally and Peter. Describing her love for Sally, Clarissa 
feels “ecstasy” and “excitement” that she can hardly contain, working herself into a frenzy at the 
thought of seeing Sally.103 Furthermore, when Sally kisses her, Clarissa likens it to being given a 
gift that, when unwrapped, gave her “the revelation, the religious feeling!”104 Such range of 
emotion is unreachable for her now, and she mourns the loss.  
Importantly, this reminiscence comes directly after Clarissa learns Richard is lunching 
with Lady Bruton and is struck with fear. Remarking that she “feared time itself,” Clarissa 
describes herself as hesitating on a threshold, feeling “an exquisite suspense,” signifying that she 
is in fact not one thing or another, neither young nor old, and that the crossing of that threshold 
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would effect an unalterable change for the worse.105 Behind her on this imaginary threshold, and 
in front of her physically as Clarissa enters her attic room are images of clean, white sheets, a 
candle “half burnt down,” “virginity preserved,” and “an emptiness about the heart of life.”106 
Each of these images serves to complicate Clarissa’s idea of aging, for though the room seems so 
virginal and innocent as to precipitate some great development of emotion, it is cold and sterile, 
devoid of the emotion she felt as a young girl, suggesting a sort of reverse aging. Now, Clarissa 
imagines her future as “suddenly shriveled, aged, breastless” and the atmosphere of the room 
seems to speed up the process.107 Even in the way Clarissa imagines herself as simultaneously a 
“nun withdrawing, or a child exploring a tower” she uses different language.108 The old nun is 
withdrawing from life, no longer capable of interacting with society, but the child explores and is 
eager and adventurous, something that no doubt resonates with Clarissa even now. In both 
instances, Clarissa is removed from her life and she analyzes it externally, hinting at the sort of 
dissociation Woolf suggests exists between the body and the soul. 
Truly, it is not death that Clarissa fears, but rather aging, which precipitates the death of 
beauty and vivacity. Moreover, she fears an aging that goes on endlessly, until her death is 
nothing more than a fading away of whoever her companions perceived her to be. At the 
beginning of the novel, her approach to death is a question:  
Did it matter then, she asked herself, walking towards Bond Street, did it matter that she 
must inevitably cease completely; all this must go on without her; did she resent it; or did 
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it not become consoling to believe that death ended absolutely? but that somehow in the 
streets of London, on the ebb and flow of things, here, there, she survived….109 
Clarissa is part of everyone she interacts with, and names Peter, her house and the trees as 
examples of who and what will carry her forward after her death. In the end, she does not 
“resent” that life will go on without her. What she truly resents is that she must continue to go on 
now while others, like Septimus, are able to escape through the form of death while Clarissa 
must accept “her punishment” to merely observe it all.110 She ultimately views death as a way for 
people to avoid “the impossibility of reaching the centre which, mystically, evaded them.”111 She 
knows the impossibility of such a task, having already discovered the empty center of her own 
home represented by her attic room. Not only does life seem a futile search for meaning, but 
Clarissa is able to confirm her sense of danger about the world when she hears news of 
Septimus’ suicide. The suicide seems to her a drastic result of the ever-growing burden of 
everyday life that takes more and more from the individual. Clarissa is right about one thing 
from her earlier postulations on death: she lives on in the people around her, despite having no 
control over that image. After Clarissa’s last self-narrated scene, she experiences a figurative 
death for the remaining duration of the novel, as she does not reappear until the last line, and 
then it is only when Peter announces “‘It is Clarissa,’ he said. For there she was.”112 Just prior to 
that, Woolf’s narration traipses through the party, collecting bits of conversation from the party-
goers who each ascribe different characteristics to the elusive Mrs. Dalloway.  
Not only preoccupied with generational time as concerns her own aging, Clarissa 
Dalloway is also undeniably concerned by the passing of daily time. It permeates her being such 
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that she believes that at any moment she can feel “a particular hush, or solemnity; an 
indescribable pause; a suspense… before Big Ben strikes.”113 The moment before the hour 
strikes contains no decisive judgment, no positive or negative connotation; it is simply a moment 
hanging in the air. However, once the clock strikes, first comes “a warning, musical; then the 
hour, irrevocable.”114 To most, the passage of time is no startling thing, yet for Clarissa it is 
something that requires a warning. Moreover, this diction conveys a sense of dismaying 
permanence, of which Clarissa is acutely aware. Beginning the novel’s relationship with time in 
this way sets the rest of the text up for repeated interactions of the same variety. Oftentimes, 
Woolf repeats sections of text identical to this first occurrence. In fact, the phrase, “first, a 
warning, musical; then the hour, irrevocable” repeats hours later, as Richard Dalloway is walking 
home to tell Clarissa he loves her. At the strike of the clock, the perspective changes from that of 
Richard to that of Clarissa, and though both experience the same sound of Big Ben, their moods 
are noticeably different. Clarissa is “worried” and “annoyed” and she describes the sound as a 
“melancholy wave; which receded, and gathered itself together to fall once more.”115 For her, the 
chiming is an individual experience, as it floods only her room and continually assaults her space 
with melancholy. The scene that immediately follows serves to emphasize the relationship 
between time and the gothic aspects of the novel: 
she heard, distractingly, something fumbling, something scratching at the door. Who at 
this hour? Three, good Heavens! Three already! For with overpowering directness and 
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dignity the clock struck three; and she heard nothing else; but the door handle slipped 
round and in came Richard!116 
Though the reader may infer that the noises described here are those of Richard returning home, 
Clarissa experiences them through the lens of pure terror, influenced as she is by the 
overwhelming sound of the bell. The sounds of fumbling and scratching are portrayed as 
inhuman and unfamiliar. Additionally, for a moment it seems as though the hour itself is the 
feared visitor, as Clarissa asks aloud who it could be, and immediately answers “Three” in shock. 
Indeed, both the arrival of a visitor and the quick passage of time seem to surprise and frighten 
her. The irony, however, is that the moment of terror is merely her husband come to give her 
flowers. The phantom terror that the clock conjures is one of several effects of the modern city, 
which also include “the individual’s experience within the urban crowd, the fragmentation of 
time and space,” and “the interpenetration of interior and exterior spaces.”117 
While it is the industrialized urban setting that gives importance to public time, the 
crowds that inhabit this environment also have a way of affecting and dismantling time. After 
Big Ben strikes another half hour, Clarissa awaits the sound of the late clock, which is “Beaten 
up, broken up by the assault of carriages, the brutality of vans, the eager advance of myriads of 
angular men, of flaunting women, the domes and spires of offices and hospitals.”118 The clock’s 
chime, already two minutes delayed from Big Ben, arrives as “last relics” that are “exhausted” 
from the trek across the hectic city. This clock may very well be the same that resounds from St. 
Margaret’s, a smaller church in Westminster that Peter hears as he walks through the city. Both 
clocks are out of time with the public time marked by Big Ben, and both are characterized as 
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feminine, with the unnamed other carrying the pronoun “she” and St. Margaret’s being likened to 
a hostess. These chimes undermine the rigid, masculine time-keeping presence of Big Ben, as the 
imaginary hostess declares “I am not late” and she “is perfectly right.”119 Moreover, though Big 
Ben’s time does take on a character of itself, the late clocks are more alive. The other carries a 
great many things that come “flooding and lapping and dancing in on the wake of that solemn 
stroke which lay flat like a bar of gold on the sea.”120 While Big Ben is solemn, flat, and heavy, 
imposing its time on the whole of the city, the late clock shuffles in behind with all manner of 
liveliness and joy. Like gold, Big Ben sinks beneath the surface of the late clock’s chimes, 
likened to the ocean itself. Furthermore, Peter even likens St. Margaret’s to Clarissa herself, as 
“something alive which wants to confide itself, to disperse itself, to be, with a tremor of delight, 
at rest.”121 The two clocks rehash the conflict between public and private time, prioritizing the 
latter over the former, symbolically “asserting the importance of the individual against the 
social.”122 While clocks as a whole are representatives of external time and thus the outer self, 
the late clocks express the yearning for the freeing of the inner self that is expressed through the 
characters in the novel. For St. Margaret’s is ultimately “reluctant to inflict its individuality,” 
feeling both the external pressure on a hostess to subvert some part and the internal “grief for the 
past” and “concern for the present” that paralyzes self-expression.123 Thus, Woolf intertwines the 
duality of past and present into the daily public time of the clock striking the hour. 
Another phrase that repeats itself with the chime of Big Ben is “The leaden circles 
dissolved in the air,” which seems to contrast the otherwise linear description of time in the 
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novel.124 The foreboding chimes of each hour, half hour, and quarter hour indicate the 
unrelenting march of time, and as they each dissolve to be repeated again, the effect is amplified. 
That time dissolves without significant lasting impact is inherently worrisome to Clarissa, who 
fears each passing day as marking her onward march towards death. However, the circles, seen 
both in the circular clock face and the circular bells, indicate a more cyclical view of time. These 
leaden circles do not have a beginning or end; rather, they repeat on into eternity. In fact, the 
image of the leaden circles practically opens and closes the novel, or at least Clarissa’s 
involvement in it. As Clarissa watches her elderly neighbor and thinks about Septimus’ suicide, 
Big Ben chimes again: “The clock was striking. The leaden circles dissolved in the air. But she 
must go back.”125 In this scene, it is as if the chiming clock opens up an opportunity for Clarissa 
to think clearly and truly about her own view of the world. It is in this moment when she feels 
glad that Septimus escapes “all this going on” and feels very much like him, yet when the clock 
stops, she is once again dragged toward the party and her social obligations.126 
While on the individual level public time oppresses, socially, Woolf demonstrates the 
overarching uniting effect of public time on the 1923 London crowd. During Clarissa’s walk 
through the city to get flowers, the individuals in the crowd are stopped by the appearance of a 
skywriting airplane. As everyone attempts to determine what is being written, the world falls 
silent, and “in this extraordinary silence and peace, in this pallor, in this purity, bells struck 
eleven times, the sound fading up there among the gulls.”127 Once again, the sound of time 
dissipates, yet it does not go unnoticed. Woolf underscores the connotation of peace in the sound 
of Big Ben, yet it is clear that the population is still affected by the war in their initial reaction to 
																																																								
124 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, 4. 
125 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, 183.	
126 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, 183. 
127 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, 20. 
	 38 
the plane, as it “bored ominously into the ears of the crowd… letting out white smoke from 
behind, which curled and twisted.”128 The language conjures images of bombings during the 
First World War, and the crowd’s transfixion by the sound illustrates how completely the British 
civilian had been remade “as a target, and as a bearer of postwar stress.”129 Ultimately, the 
writing is an advertisement, completely harmless, yet it has captivated an entire city street, 
perpetuating the idea of the empty center as a hallmark of the urban Gothic. The empty center 
refers to a vacuum at the center of meaning, wherein contemporary understanding of life itself 
has been disrupted by the war; thus, there is a crisis of language in the struggle to establish new 
meaning. In the meantime, there is a noticeable power of spectacle over substance, as with both 
the skywriting and the scene preceding in which everyone wonders who is in the car that 
backfires. Both of these events are false alarms that unnecessarily invoke the sense memory of 
wartime, yet “provides no discharge for the sense of endangerment it produces; it mobilizes 
anxiety without providing it with a kinetic outlet.”130 Thus, there is a sense of frustration that 
pervades such otherwise harmless scenes, which are accompanied and moved along by the 
unyielding force of time.  
Importantly, Septimus remains outside of the current of such universal events, and is 
even unswayed by external time markers like Big Ben. In Regent’s Park, Lucrezia repeatedly 
tries to get Septimus to respond to the outside world, reminding him of and asking him the time, 
yet for Septimus, time is something abstract. The word itself “split its husk; poured its riches 
over him” and draws words from his lips to compose “an immortal ode to Time.”131 Septimus’ 
time exists removed from the world of those around him, exemplified by the arrival of the ghost 
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of his friend Evans immediately afterward. At first Septimus is terrified of the dead, but when 
Evans appears, Septimus remarks “he was not changed” and is overcome with the need to “tell 
them in a few moments, only a few moments more, of this relief, of this joy, of this astonishing 
revelation,” which seems to be that people are in death as they were in life, a great comfort to a 
country mourning those lost in the war.132 However, Septimus is unable to tell anyone this 
revelation, as he is pulled back by Lucrezia requesting the time, and as Big Ben strikes the 
quarter hour, the narrative leaves Septimus. Just as he is unable to compress his inner and outer 
selves, Septimus cannot live in both internal and external time. He lives in his own personal 
history, much of which is comprised of the past and a sort of future looking into the afterlife; 
thus, he is plagued by his wife and doctor who seek to strip him of his personal time and 
eventually commits suicide to avoid that loss. Returning to the end of the novel, the “all of this” 
that Clarissa commends Septimus for escaping seems to be the very striking of the clock that 
overwhelms and compels.  
The unending chiming of the national clock forces one to always remember the present 
moment, to the point that the citizens of London seem almost stuck in their present, yet they are 
also haunted by the past as it translates into fear of the future. For Woolf, writing in the interwar 
years, this feeling is crucial to her construction of emotion as experienced within the urban 
setting. Paul Saint-Amour writes about the terror of “perpetual suspense” in Woolf’s works, 
suggesting that she fills her writing with moments of apprehension that “appear to lead both 
backward and forward in time—back to past shocks that help set one on edge, and forward to the 
disaster that may be about to arrive.”133 As discussed, Big Ben is an ever-present reminder of the 
war, and though it continues to resound throughout the day, the hesitation with which the 
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characters in Mrs. Dalloway anticipate each next gong signals their anxiety over its true lasting 
capacity, and thus the stability of peace itself. In fact, Woolf notes that the war is far from over 
for people like “Mrs Foxcroft at the Embassy last night eating her heart out because that nice boy 
was killed and now the Manor House must go to a cousin; or Lady Bexborough who opened a 
bazaar, they said, with the telegram in her hand, John, her favourite, killed.”134 Not only does 
Woolf examine the combined past and present of her individual characters, but such temporal 
anxieties leak into the expression of national sentiment, especially as it concerned the British 




Bowen and Woolf have a way of incorporating national concerns into their intensely 
individual focus in their works. The same preoccupation with an individual’s haunting past and 
uncertain future is inherent in any national narrative, which forms the unavoidable background 
for these writers’ characters. The concerns they illustrate about the individual self in society are 
writ large on the national stage, as “one of the earliest needs of Britain at war was to define 
Britishness.”135 The Second World War lead to the development of the Blitz myth, “a potent 
shorthand for collective courage, generosity and fellowship” that Bowen consciously challenged 
in her time.136 Even before the war that developed this myth, Woolf practiced “skepticism on the 
language of nationalist politics, from which women were still disenfranchised in early 1918.”137 
This language was one that advocated for traditional gender roles, advocated a masculine public 
space, and started wars unilaterally. It is a language that particularly affects the women that 
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Bowen and Woolf write about in their works who come to share the burden of war. This 
language is in the vein of “dark modernity,” which “engages issues of beauty, the character of 
the sublime and the grotesque, the political dynamics of British culture…, the quality of being 
English…, the structure of the economy…, and the place of women in hierarchies of power.”138 
While England fights its wars and grapples with the complexities of the home front, Woolf and 
Bowen are there to detail the individual experience, simultaneously providing critiques of the 
nation. 
In World War I, the British Empire was threatened, though not for the first time, the first 
time with such an existential threat. Thus, the citizens had to grapple with the concept of 
destruction, both physical and total. Since total war was no longer out of the question, the fiction 
of the time had to change to represent that. In Woolf’s works, this existential terror is particularly 
evident when she enlarges the narrative beyond the intensive character studies on which she 
primarily focuses. Not only must British citizens now contemplate their safety in their homes, 
but they must also confront their evolving significance on the global scale. In lieu of traditional 
Gothic representations of such fear of death and ruin, Woolf employs “a proleptic and untimely 
gothic that refused to wait until the early twentieth century had become a mossy ruin, preferring 
to grapple now with the condition of impending ruination that was emerging as one of the 
century’s defining features.”139  
Though unwilling to wait until the current era became the past, Woolf does invoke 
images of age and national ruin in Mrs. Dalloway, suggesting a preoccupation with idealized 
visions of imperial symbols. As an unidentified motor car drives down Bond Street, the narrator 
imagines that the passenger’s true identity will only be discovered in this amorphous future by 
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“curious antiquaries, sifting the ruins of time, when London is a grass-grown path,” suggesting 
that true knowledge can only be retrospective, reflecting the uncertainty of the time and the 
anxiety surrounding what would come next for the nation.140 However, the scene is imbued with 
nervous hope, not fear, as each passer-by ascribes a different identity to the passenger—the 
queen, the prince, the prime minister—and congratulates herself on being so close to 
significance. Of course, the irony is that the shadowy figure is never revealed, and indeed could 
be any person, significant or not. All the same, the mere suggestion of significance is a catalyst 
for a certain patriotic spirit, as “in all the hat shops and tailors’ shops strangers looked at each 
other and thought of the dead; of the flag; of Empire.”141 The shoppers on Bond Street are held in 
suspense, ready to jump to action should their nation call upon them. This feeling of suspense 
follows the car’s journey through London, as the narrative pulls away from Clarissa and instead 
jumps from person to person, dipping into each moment in a way similar to the wandering 
described in Woolf’s essay “Street Haunting.” By illustrating one moment in which an arbitrary 
car captures the attention of a city street, Woolf manages to communicate the state of the entire 
city, or even the nation—the worked-up anxiety of an unsteady peace. The car simultaneously 
“helps to discreetly construct London’s position as a centre of imperial power” and “alludes to 
mounting anxieties regarding the future of the British empire and nation state.”142 Though the 
state of global politics may seem stable in 1925, society has not fully recovered from the war. In 
fact, pre-war society has been entirely lost, and much of the current generation is struggling to 
make sense of the new ways of life. 
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In Mrs. Dalloway, “traces of empire are around every corner,” from Peter the 
consummate civil servant in India to Lady Bruton promoting emigration to Canada.143 The 
geography of London is dominated by images of imperial glory that take on oppressive, 
frightening aspects in the light of war. In the interwar period, London’s landmarks become 
reminders of the war. After leaving Clarissa’s house, Peter walks around the political center of 
London and witnesses the fictional counterpart of the annual two minutes of silence at the 
Cenotaph to memorialize those who died in World War I. He sees  “Boys in uniform, carrying 
guns, marched with their eyes ahead of them, marched, their arms stiff, and on their faces an 
expression like the letters of a legend written round the base of a statue praising duty, gratitude, 
fidelity, love of England.”144 As these boys march to the tomb of the unknown soldier, the entire 
city stops for them. The military drums overtake Peter and carry him up the street as all traffic 
stands still for this memory of the war. Even as the ceremony concludes, Woolf bombards the 
reader with lists of notable British figures, “Nelson, Gordon, Havelock,” recreating the imposing 
feeling of the imperial history of the nation. Importantly, this imperial vision is not just of the 
present moment, it stretches into the past and the future. As Peter walks through London, he sees 
an old woman singing in the street. The scene brings up images of London past, “when the 
pavement was grass, when it was swamp, through the age of tusk and mammoth, through the age 
of silent sunrise.”145 The woman seems to be a fixture of the city, despite the way she is 
obviously an outsider. Peter acknowledges: 
Still remembering how once in some primeval May she had walked with her lover, this 
rusty pump, this battered old woman with one hand exposed for coppers, the other 
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clutching her side, would still be there in ten million years, remembering how once she 
had walked in May, where the sea flows now.146 
Not only is she connected to the city, the woman is a permanent object in the history of human 
life. The feminine eternal is an idea that clearly captivates Woolf. In “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. 
Brown” she pins the future of the English literary tradition on Mrs. Brown and the importance of 
truthfully depicting her, writing, “I believe that all novels begin with an old lady in the corner 
opposite.”147 There is no shortage of old women in Woolf’s works, including the old woman 
singing. 
These women act as foils to masculine imperialism. The female foil to Peter’s 
imperialism must naturally be Lady Bruton. Millicent Bruton, whose central action throughout 
the novel is composing a letter to the editor of The Times advocating emigration to Canada, is the 
quintessential imperial Englishwoman. Even so, she feels “the futility of her own womanhood” 
as she struggles to write the letter.148 Lady Bruton’s conflict is that she does not quite fulfill the 
national expectation of a woman. Described as having “the reputation of being more interested in 
politics than people; of talking like a man,” Lady Bruton does not perform the domestic work of 
a wife, and for that she suffers.149 The sense of belonging she gets from involving herself in 
politics is described in militaristic terms, as if she “could have worn the helmet and shot the 
arrow, could have led troops to attack.”150 However, as she cannot do those things, she does not 
contribute to the national effort and thus imagines an afterlife stripped of her citizenship. 
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Part of the narrative of the home front involves some codification of masculine and 
feminine roles that asserts itself in all aspects of life, across time and space, both public and 
private. This pressure is not exclusively felt by women; in fact, the male soldier is connected 
with the female civilian more often than not, both allied against the patriarchal system that 
orchestrates the war. The instability in the aftermath of the First World War caused the British 
people to cling to the previously abandoned gender roles even more now, and during the interwar 
years, “domestic imagery [became] increasingly central to English national identity.”151 Thus, 
when the Second World War came, domestic activities like doing housework, listening to the 
radio, and having parties became military strategies on the home front. For the women of the 
wars, the battle never really ended. Their homely actions are indeed part of a battle, but one 
against the society that requires that of them. Concerned that the party will be a failure, Clarissa 
reaffirms the reason she does this, as “Better anything, better brandish one’s torch and hurl it to 
earth than taper and dwindle away,” ascribing violent, active diction to the political act of 
throwing a party.152 For it truly is political work, evidenced by the sudden turn the party takes 
with the arrival of the prime minister. Clarissa’s skill is in charming and bringing people 
together, people in extremely influential positions. Meanwhile, Septimus has fulfilled his 
ultimate role for the nation in giving his life, at last. Both Septimus and Clarissa feel the 
imposition of the domestic battle, as they share “a common sense of victimization by the war and 
by patriarchal values” and each must live for the glory of the nation.153 There are no soldiers in 
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attendance at Clarissa’s party, but Woolf still forges a connection between them and her women 
through “their shared legitimation by a reproductive view of a national future.”154  
The women in Bowen’s war stories have largely abandoned this domestic life asked of 
them. Both “Oh, Madam…” and “The Demon Lover” feature houses abandoned during the Blitz, 
showing that life as usual does not go on during the war. However, the houses are still haunted 
by the national imperial rhetoric. In “The Demon Lover,” the entire ghostly premise depends 
upon the continuity of wars in England’s recent history. The Second World War that forces Mrs. 
Drover out of her home offers entrance to the menacing presence of a ghost from the First World 
War. Furthermore, for every family that does abandon the domestic home front, there are more 
ready to take their place. There is no real escape from the domestic ideal, and those who attempt 
to do so are ultimately inconsequential. This is the situation in “Pink May,” as the couple rented 
an abandoned house, assuming “the man was soldiering somewhere, and she’d gone off to be 
near him somewhere in the country.”155 However, Bowen challenges the overly optimistic spirit 
that seems determined to keep these houses filled, as the woman in the story remains haunted by 
the woman who previously lived there. In a way, the woman who left was part of the 
“conscripted populace” of the home front, who had been exposed to the horrors of war due to 
“the sheer scope of the British enterprise.”156  Once again, all this is located and centered on the 
home, as “the close connection between female civilians and their homes meant that as war 
politicized homes, it also politicized the wartime role of the women who lived in those 
homes.”157 When the national conflict is expressed on the individual, domestic level, Woolf’s 
and Bowen’s characters must confront the struggle between their personal self and the self that 
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society requests from them. Thus, every aspect of modern life becomes a reminder of the 




 The first half of the twentieth century saw times of great change for Great Britain, both 
socio-politically and culturally. The First and Second World Wars shook the nation irrevocably, 
forcing British citizens to look with a renewed eye on the “givens” of the previous era. Despite 
these changes, among which can be counted the development of the modernist movement, the 
writers of this time can be seen reaching back to the fundamental theories of the Gothic era to 
make sense of their new world. Notable among these writers are Virginia Woolf and Elizabeth 
Bowen, who share many threads in their personal and professional lives. Both were upper-class 
women living in London during a time of radical change and both seek to redefine the individual 
female experience of the social world. Taking inspiration from Burke’s sublime and Freud’s 
uncanny, they share a view of the modern city as one that mirrors the settings of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century Gothic fiction, which can more accurately capture the sense of terror that 
permeated the city at war. The fear felt as death and life, past and present, and external and 
internal become ever more confused is best described in the uncanny, which expresses the kind 
of fear evolving from the collapse in distinction between what is familiar and what is not. 
Arguably, the new twentieth-century world is mostly unfamiliar, a theme that is picked up by 
modernist writers. In attempting to make sense of the new world order, modernists developed 
stylistic techniques and voices that illuminate the struggle of the individual against a now 
threatening society, which forms a core idea about which Woolf and Bowen write. 
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To both writers, external life, that of the public social sphere, is a threat to their very 
personhood. However, these dichotomies of external and internal, public and private, do not 
track so neatly into traditional conceptions of inside and outside. Instead, exterior spaces like the 
crowded city street offer the women in these works more freedom; they can become part of an 
anonymous army, not beholden to expectations to which their physical bodies tie them down. By 
contrast, the home, which arguably should be the private space of individual freedom, no longer 
holds that same meaning. With air raids shattering the very infrastructure of life and home, 
houses are no longer safe, especially considering the home front rhetoric that sought to keep 
women in their homes as a sign of domestic productivity. The city in and after war created a 
certain environment that made women all the more aware that living even one day was very 
dangerous, as they struggled between social expectations and the desire to express the true self 
that resides within the physical body.  
Crucial to Bowen and Woolf’s attempts to describe this struggle is the way they position 
the individual in space and time and, indeed, against the private spaces and public time that 
alienate and oppress. Homes, already fragile things, come alive in Bowen’s works and are tied 
inextricably to women’s self-conception, making the war all the more threatening to their 
survival. In Woolf’s interwar writing, homes are private spaces that mark the separation between 
the freedom of the city street and the oppressing requirements of the domestic social sphere. 
Furthermore, homes act as containers of time, as physical objects launch characters into 
memories of an often disturbing past. Indeed, all of Woolf’s and Bowen’s characters seem to be 
haunted by their past, reflecting a more general preoccupation with the past and the future. The 
writers complicate traditional notions of time, slipping into flashbacks and reminiscences with 
	 49 
little warning. Woolf particularly emphasizes the effect of public hourly time as a symbol of 
masculine national oppression that signifies the perpetual march of time into eternity. 
However, this eternity is uncertain for the British empire at this time. Newly aware of the 
possibility of both individual and national mortality as a result of the war, the national rhetoric 
took on a noticeably more fearful and oppressive tone. With widespread instability, traditional 
male and female roles that had been abandoned during the war were now lauded as forms of 
domestic service, which Woolf’s and Bowen’s characters fulfill to varying degrees. Both writers 
manage to convey the sense of national anxiety while also rebuking the rhetoric that ultimately 
stifles individual expression and survival. 
Virginia Woolf and Elizabeth Bowen are both legends of their time, lauded individually 
for their contribution to English literature. When considered together, they create a body of work 
that pushes back against convention, grapples with national identity and advocates for the 
ordinary, individual woman at the time when she needed it the most. Their works are indicative 
both of their shared modernist style and the Gothic characteristics made relevant by wartime 
terror. Through focusing on the eternal struggle of the individual in society, Woolf and Bowen 
develop an urban, Gothic modernism that accurately conveys on the larger scale the challenging 
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